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is one of the most intact nineteenth century 
sugarhouses remaining in Louisiana and the United 
States. Sugarhouses, often referred to as “sugar mills,” were the facilities in which sugar was produced from 
sugarcane on a commercial level throughout the 19th century, before the advent of sugar factories and 
refineries at the turn of the 20th century. Such vernacular industrial structures that once contained sugar-
making operations during the boom of the sugar industry in Louisiana are usually reduced to ruins and 
archaeological sites by the twenty-first century, but the walls of the sugarhouse at Rosalie miraculously 
remain standing through its continued use and preservation efforts. It represents not only the little known 
19th century sugar industry of Rapides Parish, but also represents a facet of the history of commercial sugar 
production in Louisiana and America that has all but been erased from our landscape.  
 
While cotton was the first cash crop produced in Rapides, it was discovered that sugar cane could also be 
grown along the bayous and Red River commercially. This area became the southern border of the cotton 
region and the northern border of the sugar region. Rapides was one of the last areas to cultivate sugar due 
to its more northern position and colder temperatures which carried the threat of frost and thus heightened 

the risk of the ruination of 
the sugar crop. Despite 
doubts concerning the 
successful cultivation of 
sugarcane as far north as 
Rapides Parish, it contributed 
noticeably to the annual 
sugar production of 
Louisiana. Many sugarhouses 
in Rapides were destroyed 
during the Civil War, some 
specifically dismantled for 
the construction of Bailey’s 
Dam. The ones that survived 
quickly became outdated and 
replaced with more modern, 
centralized facilities, or fell 
into disrepair and were 
demolished. Thus, a structure 
such as the sugarhouse at 
Rosalie is an architectural 
rarity.  
 
Rosalie Sugar Mill features 
crow-stepped parapet side 

gables, typical of industrial and 
warehouse buildings of this time period. The south parapet gable is asymmetrical, with six steps on its west 
side and three on its east side, while the north parapet gable is symmetrical, with three equal steps on each 
side. It is also characterized by the rosy hue of its brick construction, which comes naturally from the red 
clay with which the bricks were made on site. All of the original brick is believed to have been handmade by 
slaves on the plantation, if it does indeed predate the Civil War. The building also mysteriously features a 
header beam that reads “Hotel Bentley Alexandria” at the top of the squared opening that was added in the 
1940s when the sugar mill was converted to a cattle barn and storage facility. Ten impressive hand hewn 
king post trusses, also referred to as Norman trusses, remain intact on the interior of the sugar mill, held 
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together by wooden pegs. A single sugar kettle remains of the 8 or 10 that would have been set in brick 
foundations on either side of the interior of the mill – no longer present. 
 
The exact date of its construction is unknown, although archaeological evidence and the placement of 
certain architectural features suggest that it predates the Civil War, and was converted from an animal-
powered mill to a steam-powered mill around 1851. The first commercial production of sugar at Rosalie was 
recorded in 1850, giving it a probable construction date of circa 1845. However, according to the Statement 
of the Sugar Crop Made in Louisiana, the sugarhouse was described as “brick with a shingle roof” for the 
first time in 1877. From 1869, the year the report began including a description of each sugar-producing 
sugarhouse, until 1877 Rosalie Sugar Mill was described as a “wood” structure. Thus the building that we 
recognize today as Rosalie Sugar Mill was probably constructed between 1845 and 1877.  
 
Gervais Baillio was the youngest of 10 children born to 
Pierre Baillio II and Magdelaine Emile Lacour, who built 
their French Creole raised cottage on Bayou Rapides, now 
known as Kent House. Gervais Baillio purchased a tract of 
land on Bayou Robert, south of Alexandria, in 1832 and 
established Rosalie Plantation where he was primarily 
devoted to the cultivation of sugarcane and the 
production of sugar. Baillio planted cotton on his 
plantation from 1834 to 1847, producing 150 bales per 
year, but began growing sugarcane in 1847 after he ceased cotton production, averaging 300 hogsheads of 
sugar and 600 barrels of molasses a year before the Civil War. By 1860, his acreage had grown to 1,234 
acres of improved land and 2,100 acres of unimproved land. However, those numbers shrank in 1870 after 
the Civil War to 532 acres of improved land and 1,000 acres of unimproved land. After the war Baillio 
attempted the share system of sugar planting, but failed and continued using the wage system, employing 
about 25 to 30 people on the sugar plantation. Towards the end of the nineteenth century 200 of his 500 
acres were devoted to sugar cultivation. While he was primarily a sugar producer, he is listed as producing 
small cotton crops in the censuses of 1860, 1870, and 1880. The last recorded amount of sugar produced at 
Rosalie was 53 hogsheads in 1888 at 71,020 pounds. 
 
Gervais served as Avoyelles Parish judge from 1838 to 1841 and was president of the Rapides Police Jury for 
eight years. He was also appointed as vice president to the first Board of Supervisors of the Louisiana State 
Seminary of Learning and Military Academy, the precursor to Louisiana State University, located in Pineville, 
Louisiana by Thomas Overton Moore. General William T. Sherman was appointed first president of the 
Louisiana State Seminary and it was during the beginning of the school, circa 1860, that Judge Baillio and 
General Sherman developed a friendship, which in turn resulted in the salvation of Rosalie Plantation during 
the Civil War. In 1901, Ferdinand Baldwin Baillio, son of Gervais Baillio, attended a meeting of the National 
Editorial Association in Buffalo, New York. He met a former Union officer from General Banks’ army that 
raided Alexandria down the Red River, who informed him that Rosalie Plantation was not burned because of 
orders given by General Sherman to protect the property of Judge Gervais Baillio. Soldiers were stationed in 
the yard of Rosalie during raids in the area to ensure its survival. Colonel John Scott of the 32nd Iowa 
Infantry, issued an order on March 19, 1864 stating, “All soldiers are strictly forbidden to molest for 
unlawful purposes the person, family, or property of the Bearer Judge Baillio.” Thus, unlike most plantations 
and structures in the area, Rosalie was spared from destruction at the hands of Union soldiers. 
 
Since its life as a sugarhouse, Rosalie Sugar Mill has served as a mule and cattle barn and as a storage facility 
for farm equipment. It has been altered and repaired with a various types of brick and mortar throughout 
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the years – yet still a surprising amount of its original construction remains. It has been in need of repairs at 
least since it was listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1976. 
 
A sudden wind storm completely destroyed the north wall of the building in February 2013, leaving its 
bricks and mortar scattered across Rosalie Road. Immediate efforts were made to stabilize the building with 
a wooden brace to provide structural support during the absence of the north wall at the advice of a 
structural engineer. Suddenly the preservation of the sugar mill became a more pressing matter, and the 
Norman family and others began to search for ways to fund and reconstruct the north wall appropriately, 
and to also ensure the survival of the entire building.  
 
In July 2013, the north wall was reconstructed with reinforced concrete masonry units (cinder block), and 
Quikrete mortar, which has since stabilized the building and provided it with the support it needed to 
remain standing. One of the next steps is to construct brick masonry veneer walls on the exterior and 
interior sides of the concrete masonry wall, using the whole bricks from the north wall that survived, to 
restore the building to its previous historically authentic appearance. Many interior repairs were also 
conducted in 2013, including the repointing of mortar 
joints with a compatible lime-based mortar, but this 
work was also left incomplete.     
    
The Rosalie Sugarmill Foundation was formed through 
the Central Louisiana Community Foundation on 
September 12, 2013. The sole purpose of the Rosalie 
Sugarmill Foundation is the cultural and architectural 
preservation of the sugar mill at Rosalie Plantation. 
The Foundation was also created to fund future 
projects at Rosalie, which may include additional 
preservation work on the sugar mill, archaeological 
excavation, and community events. In addition to 
completing the repairs and restoration of the sugar 
mill, the Foundation hopes to make it more accessible 
to the public for educational purposes and open the 
building occasionally for events. Tax-deductible 
donations can now be made to the Central Louisiana 
Community Foundation for the benefit of the Rosalie 
Sugarmill Foundation. The remains of the sugarhouse at 
Rosalie Plantation may be one of the last buildings of its 
kind in Louisiana with the potential to be developed as a heritage site and shared with the public, even if only on a 
small scale. Thus, it deserves the attention and protection of the preservation community before it too is gone. 

Sarah Mason grew up on historic Rosalie 
Plantation in Central Louisiana and was 

instilled with a love of history and old buildings 
at an early age. After studying anthropology at 

Hendrix College, she attended an 
archaeological field school in Santa Barbara, 
California where she honed her interest in 

heritage management and historic 
preservation. She then moved to New Orleans 
where she gained experience volunteering and 

interning with the Historic New Orleans 
Collection, Touro Infirmary Archives, the 

Preservation Resource Center, and Save Our 
Cemeteries. She obtained a Master of 

Preservation Studies degree from Tulane 
University in December 2013. Her thesis focused 
on the remaining built environment of the 19th 
century sugar industry in Louisiana and explored 

future uses for the sugarhouse at Rosalie. 
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